This report synthesizes the first comprehensive national effort to derive an empirical data base for establishing rural education research priorities. A geographically representative national sample of 461 rural education researchers and practitioners contributed to this effort. The study involved rating 46 research questions and prioritizing 13 themes and concluded with a cluster analysis. Nine research clusters were identified and were rank ordered as listed: Rural School Effectiveness; Governance and Finance Issues; Staff Training Needs, Advanced Technologies as Resources; Teaching Styles and Incentives; Field-Based Personnel Preparation; Preservice Preparation (ethical issues, curriculum, methods,logistics); Personnel Recruitment and Retention; School-Community Interaction; and Rural vs. Nonrural Factors. A key strength of the entire analysis is the homogeneity of responses and prioritizations. Although personal research interests varied, as would be expected, rural practitioners and researchers across the country clearly agreed when prioritizing the importance of the clusters of research issues for the field of rural education. The research agenda study generated long and short-range goals for policy and practice at all levels. This document relates implications of the study for the Federal Government, relevant state agencies, higher education institutions, rural schools and students, and data dissemination. This study was conducted by the National Rural Education Research Consortium, which is composed of rural researchers and practitioners representative of the United States. Through formal and informal linkage systems, research needs are identified and relevant studies are facilitated by the Consortium. (For example, expertise, data pools, and other research elements are shared; data samples are bartered; literature is reviewed; and research designs are collaboratively reviewed.)
INTIRODUCnON
This document reports on the first comprehensive national effort to derive an empirical data base for establishing rural education research priorities. Rural schools comprise the majority (67070) of the nation's school systems and are extremely diverse. The dramatic diversity of rural schools and their unique needs support the imperative need for quality rural education research. This research is required so that this diversity can be understood and addressed in efforts to improve rural education (i.e., developing contextually relevant educational curricula and administrative procedures).
Rural schools experience distinct educational environments and have unique strengths and weaknesses. For example, rural areas have much higher poverty levels than nonrural areas, and rural schools serve greater percentages of handicapped children [2] . Even though rural populations are increasing, their tax bases are not. Thus, rural communities must contribute greater percentages of their local resources for education than do their nonrural counterparts. Rural services cost more than similar services in urban areas because of the transportation requirements of remote/sparsely populated areas and the unavailability of many specialized resources. On the positive side, rural America still has a relatively high trust factor, close family ties, and a "sense of community." In fact, rural citizens frequently are willing to volunteer to perform services for schools.
The diversity of rural school subcultures is significant. For example, the geographic range includes remote islands and deserts as well as small clustered communities; an economic range from stable classic farm communities to depressed lower socioeconomic settings and high growth "boom or bust" communities; and a range of population sparsity from isolated one-room school districts to schools located in small clustered towns or surrounded by other small districts. Figure 1 below illustrates this diversity. Each of the variables listed has individual ramifications for educational service delivery. (For example, the administrative structure has implications for securing extra-school resources -it is typically easier for a district that is part of an intermediate unit to obtain specialized services than it is for a single isolated district.)
As depicted in Figure 1 , two key variables are population density (e.g., is there an adequate number of students with a given need so that a district can afford to hire a specialist in vocational or special education) and topography (e.g., does a mountain with untraversable roads at certain times of the year inhibit transportation of services to students). Interaction of these two dimensions with the "other community and district variables" dimension further individualizes a district. Change in any variable in any of the three dimensions further differentiates a given community from others. 
The Need for Quality Rural Education Research
One of the most significant obstacles to thoroughly assessing the effectiveness of rural education has been the absence of a consistently applied definition of "rural" among federal agencies, educators, and professional organizations. The inadequacies of data available to compare rural and urban districts is partially attributed to the problem of defining rural education.
Most federal agencies have had no definition or requirements for gathering data with regard to rural performance versus non-rural performance. Data on rural schools collected by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) have frequently been summarized with data from large school districts. Historically, data for districts enrolling fewer than 300 students were considered unimportant and were completely deleted. This occurred in spite of the fact that 250/0 of the operating public school districts in the U.S~enroll fewer than 300 students [4] .
The NCES did not initiate processes to report data on districts with fewer than 300 students until 1983.
The inclination of many data-gathering groups has been to define "rural" solely by using population figures. Unfortunately, various data collection agencies and studies have used different definitions in studying rural school populations, depending on the types of data being collected, the purposes for data collection, and staff and resources available.
A common definition has been to define a rural school district as one having fewer than 1,000 students, although figures as high as 2,500 have frequently been used. Population-based definitions of "rural" are problematic. For example, if the local education agency (LEA) being classified is a large county school district, it may have a larger enrollment than 1,000 or even 2,500 but still be very rural because of the sparsity of its population. Furthermore, strictly defining a rural district as fewer than 1,000 or even 2,500 students may inadvertently include nonrural areas (e.g., suburbs). A population per square mile definition is more functional even though total geographic square miles per district may differ.
The 1980 Census defined "rural" as:
All persons living outside urbanized areas in the open country or in communities with less than 2,500 inhabitants. It also includes those living in areas of extended cities with a population density of less than 1,000 inhabitants per square mile [I] .
This definition contains ambiguous terminology (i.e., "outside urbanized areas in the open country") and does not offer a satisfactory context for defining a rural school district. In fact, this definition subsumes many nonrural areas.
The modified census definition below has been successfully field tested in national rural education research conducted since 1978.
A district is considered rural when the number of inhabitants is fewer than 150 per square mile or when located in counties with 60070 or more of the population living in communities no larger than 5,000 inhabitants. Districts with more than 10,000 students and those within a standard metropolitan statistical area (SMSA), as determined by the U.S. Census Bureau, are not considered rural [2] .
Partially because of the problems outlined above with defining "rural," little data collection occurred concerning rural education until the late 1970's. Urban service delivery models have historically been recommended and unsuccessfully applied to rural schools. Practices successful in one specific type of rural subculture have also been transported, without adaptation, to other rural subcultures and have failed.
Need for a Study to Determine a National Rural Education Research Agenda
It is clear from the above that a comprehensive data base for rural education is needed. Generalizable rural samples are typically difficult to obtain (e.g., because of remote locations, the uniqueness of each rural area, transportation costs, and attributes in some rural communities such as resistance to outsiders). Yet it is felt that rural education will best be enhanced when sound studies have been conducted ascertaining "what works" in given rural subcultures.
The U.S. Department of Education has become increasingly concerned about the effectiveness of rural schools and has committed resources to improve rural education. One aspect of the Department's efforts has been a search by its Intra-Agency Committee on Rural Education to expand the data base of rural education research and to identify a national rural education research agenda. This is consistent with the Department's official policy established in August of 1983 stating that rural education should begin to receive an equitable share of the information, services, assistance and funds available from and through the Department of Education and its programs (as noted in the August 23, 1983 report of U.S. Secretary of Education, Terrell Bell).
Empirical data from which to determine rural educa-101 tion research priorities have been nonexistent. This document reports results and implications of the first study designed to derive a data base for establishing research priorities.
METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY
The primary objective of the study was to ascertain research priorities among rural educators, both in special and general education, in this country. The second purpose was to determine if there were differences in respondents' research priorities associated with regions of the country, types of positions held, or types of employing institutions.
The study was conducted by the National Rural Education Research Consortium. The Consortium is composed of rural researchers and practitioners representative of the United States and provides formal and informal linkage systems through which research needs are identified and relevant studies are facilitated. (For example, expertise, data pools, and other research elements are shared; data samples are bartered; literature is reviewed; and research designs are collaboratively reviewed.)
The Consortium was initiated in 1982and ''piggybacks'' its meeting with related national rural education-related activities. The questionnaire for this study was designed after 46 research questions and issues were delineated by a meeting of the Consortium (in conjunction with the U.S. Department of Education-sponsored national rural education conference in June of 1984). This meeting involved a geographically representative body of rural practitioners and university faculty, regional resource personnel, and state education agency personnel interested in rural education research.
Thirteen themes of research interest were generated from the 1978-84 work of the National Rural Project (funded by the U.S. Department of Education) and during 1984 meetings of the Consortium. One such meeting was the Consortium section of the national rural education conference sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education in July of 1984. The themes varied from teacher training methodologies to addressing rural personnel attrition and shortage areas to local governance issues.
Using these 13 themes as a framework, 46 research questions were generated during the June 1984 meeting of the Consortium. The next logical task was to prioritize the 46 research questions to identify which areas were perceived to be of greatest importance to the field of rural education. Questionnaire designers assumed that researchers and practitioners who responded might differ in their degree of personal interest about specific research questions and the importance of each question to the field of rural education. Thus, the instrument was designed to force respondents to differentiate between these two areas. Each respondent rank ordered the 13 themes (from highest to lowest interest/importance), using two columns.
Respondents scored each of the 46 research questions generated by the Consortium, using a five-point scale TABLE 1 Research Clusters Ranked by "Importance to the Field" ranging from "unimportant" to "critically important." Two separate columns were designated for each respondent to note how important ,it is that research be conducted on each topic (by someone). The first column clearly asked for the respondent's "personal research interest," and the second column asked the "importance of research for improving rural education." Approximately 1,500 questionnaires were mailed to potential respondents (a geographically representative mailing list of rural educators', administrators and researchers), and a total of 461 questionnaires were returned.
The 461 returned questionnaires were coded according to the position of each respondent, the place of employment (institution), federal region, and whether the person's primary training and experience had been in general or special education. Analyses were then conducted to delineate significant differences in response to these categories.
The next task involved clustering the research questions/issues so that empirical research themes could be determined. The cluster analysis technique differentiated "importance to the field" and "personal interest;" and nine research clusters containing the 46 research questions were determined by this computer analysis. A total of 273 of the respondents were general educators and 188 were special educators. Public schools employed 180 of the respondents, colleges and universities, 144, and other agencies (e.g., state education agency, education service unit, and research and development centers), 137. The means of all the questions within a cluster were gathered and a mean of these means was computed, thereby obtaining a mean score for each cluster. The clusters were then ranked according to these scores, and .the subsequent discussion of the questions is based on these clusters and their rankings. Table 2 depicts the top three questions related to each cluster in "importance of research to the field." The mean ranking of each question by "importance to the field" is also depicted. This abbreviated format is designed to illustrate some of the most critical rural education research questions identified. Additional studies are currently underway to determine individuals interested in investigating specific research questions related to each cluster. Groups of individuals with similar interests will be linked by the National Rural Education Research Consortium.
RESULTS OF THE STUDY

Respondents
Rankings of Clusters (Themes)
Implications of the Study
The research agenda study has generated long and short-range goals for policy and practice at all levels. Ramifications of the study are described below.
I. Implications for the Federal Government.
The U.S. Department of Education has a legislative mandate to deliver an equitable share of the information, services, assistance, and funds available from and through the Department, to rural areas. (U.S. Secretary of Education's August 23, 1983, report.) Current services and fiscal allocations are not equitable. It is clearly the responsibility of the Federal Government to address this issue and find solutions to identified problems. Research should be supported which focuses on determining what constitutes "equity." (Because increased funding is required to operate remotely located rural programs, "equal funding" frequently does not create "equity.") Research should also be funded to determine what would create equity (e.g., research assessing alternate tax and other structures). Federal resources which should be made available include technical assistance, collaborative data gathering, and information dissemination, as well as fiscal support.
Because the field now has an empirically determined national rural education research agenda, the Federal Government should support research efforts which
TABLE 2
Questions Related to Each Cluster" relate to the prioritized research clusters.
The enhancement of rural education should be an interagency responsibility with significant involvement . of the Department of Education. Congress has recognized that rural education involves all disciplines and that past approaches have been fragmented. Standard categories of education (e.g., elementary vs. secondary), do not reflect the way that educational services are delivered in many rural settings. A holistic approach should be implemented, and relevant agencies such as the Departments of Agriculture, Labor, Commerce, and Transportation should be involved. Thus, it is recommended that the various offices related to rural education form a consortium or partnership to fund research and demonstration efforts that holistically address issues in rural education.
The Federal Government should routinely and efficiently collect data so that rural vs. nonrural differences in funding and educational quality may be determined. Analysis should be feasible for even very small districts (e.g., those under 300 ADA).
The Federal Government should foster collaboration between universities; public schools, and state education agencies. This should include incorporation of wording in the authority for grants and contracts that will bring about interdisciplinary studies and other cooperative efforts. .
Implications for Relevant State Agencies.
Two-thirds of all U.S. schools are rural, and current services and fiscal allocations are not equitable. Because each state has a significant rural population, all states should have an entity charged with the task of improving rural education. Over half of the states currently have a task force or other group appointed by the state's governor. These ad hoc groups or agencies typically concentrate on problem identification and should provide legislativeand other action recommendations for their state and for the Federal Government. State-level recommendations should be utilized by the appropriate Inter-and Intra-Agency Committees of the U.S. Department of Education.
Implications for Institutions of Higher Education.
Higher education personnel interested in rural education research should be linked with rural schools and practitioners for collaborative research projects. The research priorities established by this research agenda study should be considered when planning student theses and dissertations. Results of rural education research projects should become part of the content of university training programs.
4. Implications for Rural Schools and Students. Table 2 lists areas of questions which the 461 respondents in the study defined as critical for better understanding and improving rural school performance. The conducting of research related to this rural education research agenda will culminate in a sound data base for rural school improvement.
This study clearly indicated that policy makers (e.g., superintendents and state education agency staft) and policy implementors (e.g., higher education faculty, principals and teachers) tended to agree on priorities for rural research. This indicates that there are excellent opportunities for collaboration between public HELGE schools, universities, and state education agencies. Such collaboration should be actively facilitated. Collaborative efforts are much more essential in rural areas than in nonrural areas, and it is imperative to identify the most effective ways to cooperatively deliver services. (Thus, research must be related to policy making, administration, coordination, training, etc.) Projects designed to determine effective partnerships between rural schools and established rural deliverysystems(e.g., county extension agencies), rural civic organizations, and the private sector should be actively fostered. Examples of this would be joint projects to develop new combinations of interdistrict cooperative mdoels, studies to determine how to build stronger rural school-community-private sector partnerships, and investigations of alternate uses of personnel.
Just as urban models are generally inappropriate for rural settings, there is no one rural service delivery model effective in a number of rural subcultures. Research studies should profile rural school practices that are effective in specific rural subcultures (e.g., socioeconomic, geographic, population sparsity, and other bases).
Research projects which are applied in nature and emphasize demonstrations of effective processes and dissemination of findings useful to rural practitioners should be prioritized.
Implications for Data Dissemination.
Options for data dissemination using advanced technologies should be fully explored (e.g., electronic networking). Research projects and processes that involve the use of advanced technologies for solving problems of rural education and for conducting research in isolated rural communities should be facilitated.
Current practices incorrectly assume that a rural school will ask for information/data relevant to its specific subculture. An alternate model should be proposed for information dissemination. The sharing of applied research which emphasizes findings relevant to rural practitioners should be prioritized.
Linkages between rural practitioners and researchers should be continuously encouraged in research design and implementation. The National Rural Education Research Consortium will continue to facilitate appropriate studies and link consortium members by research skills and interest areas.
Summary
This document reported the results of the first comprehensive national effort to derive an empirical data base for establishing rural education research priorities. Implications of the study for the Federal Government, relevant state agencies, higher education institutions, rural schools and students, and data dissemination were shared.
A key strength of the entire analysis is the homogeneity of responses and research prioritizations. Although per-sonar research interests vary, as would be expected, respondents in this study were clearly in agreement. Analysis of variance strongly indicated that rural practitioners and researchers across the country were in agreement in prioritizing the importance of the clusters of research issues to the field of rural education.
